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Introduction

How am I going to help this couple get through this betrayal, this pain?
Can I help this couple navigate through this chaos to a place of connection 
and forgiveness?
What do I do when a couple is so entrenched and stuck?
How do I stop myself from just screaming at this partner who is so impossible?

I have left certain couple therapy sessions exhausted, drained, challenged, 
alive, racing, on edge. Why? The issues were complex and convoluted. 
Deep feelings of anger, hurt, and fear were rippling through my office. 
The clients’ hearts were torn and my heart was heavy. My capacity to hold 
troubling relationships and the deepest level of my skills were challenged. 
My couples and I were wrestling with dark perplexing issues that go to the 
heart of the conundrum of intimacy: how to be attached and yet remain 
separate people.

I would lie awake going over the session again and again, sorting, 
reworking, planning, grieving, pushed to my edge. The next day, I would 
grab the phone to pour out my concerns to my colleagues. They knew and 
understood. They had been there—probably even that day. With 36 years 
of experience I could, in fact, handle these issues using the maximum level 
of my skills, wisdom, and compassion. What had I done when I had had 
only 5 or 10 years of experience? How do young and experienced thera-
pists alike handle the stress and challenge of this demanding work?

I decided to put together seminars for professionals on how to work 
with these intense and difficult issues. For the Massachusetts School of 
Professional Psychology I designed a series of classes on the most common 
and challenging of these dilemmas. Therapists came, listened, and shared 
their own stories. As I taught about the dynamics of each dilemma, as I 
discussed strategies and focused on the therapist’s roles and experiences 
in working with these dilemmas, there was a palpable exhale through-
out the room. Couple therapists were hungry for help. Participants raved 
about the sessions. Participants came to more seminars. They learned 
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from me and I learned from them. Together we recognized and struggled 
with these most difficult topics. My guidance sparked them and refreshed 
their energy and creativity.

Throughout this time, I wrote and then I wrote more. After some 
couple sessions I raced home and pounded out my experiences and my 
insights on my computer. I was on fire. I went deeper and deeper into 
the nature of each issue and my experiences as the therapist. My sessions 
were a live laboratory. I was consumed by what was happening, how it 
was happening, the patterns that were developing, how I found direc-
tion, how I helped people get to deep places of forgiveness, acceptance, 
and resolution. I was also reading everything I could get my hands on. I 
scoured the literature with the help of my ingenious local librarian, who 
had a way to find books in East Oshkosh. I found helpful related books, 
but I also discovered that no one had written what I was writing. This 
spurred me on.

My book developed from this journey. This book is about four common 
dilemmas that couple therapists face every day in their offices: (1) dealing 
with a difficult partner; (2) secrets; (3) dealing with a partner who won’t/
can’t change; and (4) the breakup of a couple relationship. There is a clear 
void of material on how couple therapists can work effectively with these 
topics. This book is unique in addressing these four issues that are not 
often explored in depth in couple therapy books and trainings. Out of each 
dilemma poured the snakes, the passions, and the profound disappoint-
ments of human intimate partnerships. The purpose of this book is to (1) 
deeply explore the dynamics of each dilemma and give case illustrations; 
(2) give therapists the lifelines of many strategies to use in working with 
these difficulties; and (3) help couple therapists understand and handle 
their own profound experiences while doing this work.

The dilemmas are four disturbing, confounding, and complex issues 
that penetrate the dark and often ugly side of human intimate partner-
ships. They are about betrayal, resistance, and deep loss. Yet they are also 
about breakthroughs, transformation, and healing. In this book, I rip open 
the hurt, the meanness, and the helplessness that come with these expe-
riences. I describe couples who are desperate, who hurt each other, and 
who give up on each other. I also discuss couples who, against all odds, 
probe into themselves, learn from each other, and grow closer. The road 
to healing is daunting to the couple and the therapist. The intricacy and 
nuances of working with the steps to healing are presented through the 
various therapy strategies laid out for each dilemma. Many case vignettes 
are presented. The vignettes and case studies illustrate couples caught in 
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the middle of the dilemmas struggling with the pain, anger, and helpless-
ness that these predicaments bring. They also show strategies that help the 
couples move to new places of understanding, growth, and forgiveness.

I show the crucial professional role that couple therapists can play in 
guiding a couple to healing, hope, and renewal. As the therapist, you need 
to play many roles in working with these dilemmas: supporter, confronter, 
witness, navigator, referee, container, leader, guide, director. You need to 
give your clients limits, direction, warnings, meaning, deep wisdom, and 
reassurance. Thus, you need to be versatile and flexible, often changing roles 
a number of times in a session. The dilemmas presented demand a high 
level of skill, balance, patience, compassion, wisdom, and stamina. Most of 
all, you need to provide balance at a time when couples are usually very out 
of balance. This requires you to hold the couple and to see the larger picture 
of their relationship beyond the issue or crisis that is present in the room.

Throughout this work the therapist’s feelings and experiences must be 
recognized and addressed. As the therapist, you must often operate on all 
cylinders and at full attention. Your own emotions as well as the clients’ 
can be raw and draining. The book explores the therapist’s feelings as a 
way to validate and normalize what you are going through and alert you to 
experiences that, if left unattended, may interfere with the couples work. 
For example, if a couple is breaking up, you may have an investment in 
their staying together, particularly if you have worked with them for a long 
time. If a couple is stuck, you may take on too much responsibility for their 
work and not address their responsibility. Recognizing these experiences 
can help you move beyond them.

Although this work is very difficult, it is also potentially very rewarding. 
For example, helping a couple find their way through a betrayal to a place 
of healing, openness, and trust is a deeply touching and fulfilling experi-
ence. When the couple you thought could not possibly get beyond blaming 
and attacking finds understanding and caring through the therapy ses-
sions, your faith in your work and in relationships is restored. This work 
can bring out the best and most knowledgeable parts of our professional 
(and personal) selves. We need help getting there. Going to colleagues is 
necessary for survival and success. Finding resources to give you direction 
and ideas is essential. I wrote this book to help couple therapists with this 
demanding and deeply moving work.

The theoretical approach of this book is phenomenological. There are 
two main branches of phenomenology: transcendental phenomenology, 
developed primarily by Edmund Husserl (1859–1938) and existential 
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phenomenology, influenced primarily by the writings of Martin Heidegger 
(1889–1976). Transcendental phenomenology focuses on perception.

In his book ἀ e interpreted world: An introduction to phenomenological 
psychology, Spinelli (1989) writes, “… the objects which we perceive (includ-
ing, of course, the people we interact with, as well as ourselves) exist in the 
way that they exist, through the meaning that each of us gives them” (p. 3). 
Our reality develops from the processing of the meaning and the interpre-
tation that we give to something. Existential phenomenology is primar-
ily concerned with existence as experienced by humans as individuals and 
with key themes of existence such as freedom, authenticity, aloneness, and 
nothingness.

Spinelli (1989) draws from both branches of phenomenology in his 
description of phenomenological psychology. Concerning the integration 
of the two branches Spinelli (1989) writes, “… in the end, your conclusions 
as to the meaning of the painting would be dependent on which interpre-
tations were satisfactory enough to reduce the tension you experienced as 
a result of your confrontation of meaninglessness” (p. 6). (Here “the paint-
ing” represents any object we perceive.)

Spinelli (1989) describes phenomenological psychology as the study 
of an individual’s conscious experience of the world: “Phenomenological 
psychology places the analysis of our conscious experience of the world 
as its primary goal” (p. 31). Personal subjective experience free of biases is 
its central concern. Each person is unique and sees the world in his or her 
own way. Awareness is central and grows from contact with the environ-
ment, sensing with all senses and integrating perception into meanings 
according to Kirchner (2000). Fulfilling one’s potential, a goal of phenom-
enological therapy, happens through not adapting to one’s social norms, 
but by expanding one’s perceptions and possibilities. It is through experi-
ence that we learn.

Since phenomenology holds that there is no way to know exactly what 
is true, the goal is to understand the relativity of each person’s (or cul-
ture’s) perceptions and meanings (Brazier, 1993). For example, if a group 
of us is in a room and someone comes in and throws a snowball at each of 
us, one of us may be amused, one of us may be angry, and one of us may be 
afraid. How each of us feels is based on what we perceive. The person who 
is angry may perceive the snowball thrower to be challenging and aggres-
sive. This angry person could then attach to this perception the intention 
that the snowball thrower meant to hurt him or her. This is how he or she 
creates meaning in the situation.
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Fuller (1990) writes, “Phenomenology requires the meanings … be 
taken just as they present themselves in everyday life” (p. 24). Fuller con-
tinues, “… without the blinding intervention of conventional presupposi-
tions” (p. 28). Phenomenology also involves the study of how something 
occurs and the bringing forth of its hidden character or being. We tend not 
to notice the structure of the meaning of events. Phenomenology searches 
for the structural patterns that run through the meaning of events.

Spinelli (1989) describes phenomenological therapy as bringing 
together concepts from both branches of phenomenology. The goal of the 
phenomenological therapist is to help individuals examine, clarify, and 
reassess their understanding of life and thereby gain more mastery and 
control over their lives. The therapist’s job is to “… enter into the client’s 
inner world in order to best clarify and expose the client’s world views and 
reflectively mirror them back for consideration” (p. 128). To do this, the 
therapist must put aside his or her own beliefs and assumptions as much 
as possible in order to see the client clearly.

The therapist’s work is to understand where the client begins, to help 
him or her become aware of his or her perceptions, and to learn how these 
perceptions are formed into concepts and meaning. The therapist helps 
the client see that what the client presents is his or her perception rather 
than fact. The focus of therapy is on what is revealed in the situation at that 
moment. The basis of psychology is the study of immediate experience and 
awareness. “… the therapy places strong emphasis on the immediate, here-
and-now experience of both the client and the therapist” (Spinelli, 1989, p. 
130). The work of therapy is to help the client’s perspective shift in such a 
way as to open to new possibilities, discoveries, and experimentations.

Gestalt psychology was initiated by several German psychologists in the 
1930s and 1940s. Gestalt psychologists studied the relationship between 
an object and its context or background. Zinker (1994) writes about one 
of the central tenants of Gestalt psychology, “… the way an object is per-
ceived is related to the total configuration in which it is embedded” (p. 47). 
Thus, perception is determined by the relationship between components 
as well as by the experience of each component. Gestalt therapy was deeply 
influenced by phenomenology. Wheeler (1994), a Gestalt therapist, writes, 
“… dynamic phenomenology … is at the heart of all Gestalt work” (p. 
49). “Psychotherapeutic phenomenon (Spinelli, 1980) working close to the 
patient’s own experience, is one of the most beautiful aspects of Gestalt 
work” (Beaumont, 1994, p. 85). Wheeler (1994) further describes phe-
nomenology as “… the study of the organization of experience … how 
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a person’s living is organized, from her or his point of view, as he or she 
understands it and makes sense of it” (p. 4).

Fritz Perls with his wife Laura Perls developed Gestalt therapy. Perls was 
influenced by many thinkers and philosophies of his time including phe-
nomenology, Zen Buddhism, and Gestalt psychology. Perls extended prin-
ciples of perception to psychology and emphasized the notion of context 
in human relationships. His therapy work involved focusing on imme-
diate experience through clients’ sensations and feelings in the moment. 
Subsequent Gestalt therapists (Zinker, 1994; Wheeler & Backman, 1994) 
incorporated working with couples and families into Gestalt therapy. They 
focused on the experiences and boundaries of relationships. Zinker (1994) 
writes, “The therapist validates the experience of each while encouraging 
both to respect the other’s way of seeing a situation” (p. 184).

Thus phenomenological therapy is well geared for couple therapy. The 
therapist’s choice of interventions is governed by what is going to elucidate the 
clients’ perceptions and allow greater understanding of how these perceptions 
lead to their conceptions of reality. Further, the therapist’s choice of interven-
tions is guided by what will help the partners expand their experience.

Cognitive behavioral therapy shares many core beliefs with phenom-
enological therapy. They both put primacy importance on the perceptions, 
the process of creation of meaning, and the importance of experience in 
creating new meanings. Each stresses the importance of understand-
ing the client’s view of reality and the impact of the environment in the 
formation of the client’s reality. The therapist’s role in each therapy is an 
active one, designed to help bring about the discovery of new understand-
ings and meanings (Baucom, Epstein, & LaTaillade, 2002; Keim & Lapin, 
2002). Spinelli (1989) discusses the similarities between behaviorism and 
phenomenological psychology, “… both … focus upon observation and 
description. … Both phenomenology and behaviourism stress the impor-
tance of environmental stimuli as catalysts to action” (p. 173). About 
cognitive psychology he writes, “A great deal of what phenomenological 
psychology has concluded about perception, for instance, would find little 
dispute among cognitive psychologists” (p. 175). Various strategies pre-
sented in this book derive from cognitive behavioral therapies.

Interventions presented in this book are influenced by Gestalt therapy 
as developed by Fritz Perls (1969) and later by Gestalt couple and family 
therapists such as Sonia Nevis and Joseph Zinker. One of Perls’ gifts was 
his work on what is happening right now. He worked with clients to focus 
on their sensations and feelings in that moment. The interventions in this 
book are also influenced by family systems therapy. Joseph Zinker (1994), 
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a Gestalt therapist who extended Gestalt therapy work into couple and 
family therapy, describes the intertwining of the development of Gestalt 
therapy and systems work. He writes, “… the reader should be aware of 
the interconnectedness of systems theory, field theory and Gestalt psy-
chology” (p. 47). Zinker was greatly influenced by such family systems 
therapists as Carl Whitaker and Virginia Satir.

Therapists also need to understand where they start from and what 
their perceptions and meaning are in order not to impose them on the 
clients. It is vital that the therapists be able to look beyond their own val-
ues and culture in order to separate these preconceptions and to see the 
clients in their own realities. Thus, the therapists are an integral part of 
the couple therapy and need to be aware of their experience and impact.

My approach to couple therapy also has been influenced by the work of 
R.D. Laing. His work was exceptional in probing through the layers upon 
layers of meaning in the dynamics happening in front of us. He dug into 
the maze of behavior and consciousness that underlies the present phe-
nomenon. “Laing saw his task as that of deciphering the hidden meanings 
behind the behavior of the mentally disturbed individual … (pp. 140–141). 
Laing observed and provided his presence, empathy and reassurance so 
that he could eventually reconstruct the individual’s situation and under-
stand the fears being defended against” (Spinelli, 1989, p. 141). The depth 
of Laing’s search into the patterns and intricacies of the human experi-
ence taught me to appreciate the complexity of intimate relationships. The 
reader is referred to Laing’s (1969) rich book ἀ e divided self as well as to 
Perl’s (1969) intriguing book Gestalt therapy verbatim.

My work with couples often involves dealing with what the couple 
is experiencing in the room and discovering the dynamics playing out 
between them in the current moment. Throughout this book the influ-
ences of my training in phenomenological therapy, Gestalt therapy, family 
systems therapy, and cognitive behavioral therapy are evident. Each of the 
dilemmas I address requires an approach that probes into the essence of 
the issues and discovers concrete ways of working with them. The dilem-
mas involve multilevel dynamics, high emotions, possible betrayal, possi-
ble fragmentation of the relationship, guilt, denial, and avoidance. Central 
issues in each dilemma include responsibility, accountability, being stuck, 
resistance, and high stress. Some of these issues have been written about as 
issues in themselves. For example, there are books on secrets and betrayal. 
Yet relatively little has been written about how to deal with these par-
ticular issues in couple therapy. At the same time, secrets and betrayal 
are very common in couple therapy. This book is written to help couple 
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